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No Marigolds 


Author's Notes: 
Hello! This is a little thing | wrote a while back based on "King of the World". As such, its a post-apocalyptic 
AU, in which Donald is the song's protag, and Walter is someone who happens to listen in. 


I'm marking this as complete for now, but | am thinking of possibly making it a multi-chapter, if | can get the 
gusto to do it. It took me forever just to get this up here. Aaah, that quarantine feeling. 


Speaking of, this could technically count as an entry for the Isolation Challenge that may or may not still be 
going on.. the theme kind of fits. 


| hope you enjoy! Please go easy on my approximate knowledge of ham radio operation. But feel free to rag on 


me for my personal taste in wine as projected onto Don in this fic, haha 


The morning is quiet. 


There is no rustle of leaves, nor birdsong, nor honking of traffic. Just the hollow sound of wind bouncing 


between empty buildings and the skittering of rubbish being whisked away by dust devils. 


Donald Fagen watches the sun rise over Tth Street from a window seat in his second-story apartment. He 


cradles a Chesterfield cigarette in one hand; the other taps quietly along to a Miles Davis record. 


The sky overhead is a tepid grey-beige. The thick cloud coverage is so smooth, one might mistake it for the 
sky itself had it not been for the quavering outline of the blocked sun rising behind it. Its light brings to 
sputtering life a barren scene: a crumbling, desaturated world. The old brick buildings of Tth Street are framed 
by scorched, monolithic New Mexico cliffsides. 


Side A of Bitches Brew comes to an end. Donald stirs from his spot to flip it over. The turntable resumes its 
steady spin, music lilting from twin four-foot-tall Cerwin Vegas. Behind the turntable is a microphone, and 
behind the microphone, on an L-shaped wooden desk, is a small amateur radio setup. Outside, a makeshift 


antenna, perhaps once chrome but now akin to galvanized steel, erects from the ceiling towards the sky. 


Donald calls his chosen frequency WJAZ. He is the disc jockey behind the last jazz station in the world, or at 
least the United States, playing the hits nobody asked for until there's nobody left to ask. With the airwaves 
mostly dead alongside the government officials that previously enforced their content, he can finally live out 


his dream of being a radio host in relative peace and silence. Sometimes too much silence. 


At first, he didn't speak much. For all his colorful fantasies, he doesn't fancy himself a good radio host. It 
makes it harder in a way he can't quite place, having an imagined audience. He would occasionally announce 
artist and album names, and even then, he hated the sound of his own voice as it left him. It felt redundant, 


useless, downright stupid. 


But loneliness is a hideous, wailing beast, and not easily ignored even by the most introverted of men When it 
finds him lying in bed at night, at the mercy of his whirring, anxious mind, his audience is his only companion 


Those lonely pangs are getting more and more frequent as the days trudge by. 


Now, he talks to them about whatever he thinks of. Treats it like a journal of sorts. Talking to no one gets 
easier with time. It helps that he doesn't have to abide by commercial breaks or regulated content. Anything 
goes. Picking from his catalogue of records, plucking little jingles for imaginary products at his upright piano, 
hosting nonsense political and philosophical debates wherein he plays both pundits. Little mundane shit. 


One such night, he spent a few hours reading from an old local newspaper. The date read June 3rd, 1912, its 
bold headline spanning the length of both pages: "Serial Rapist Offends Again, No Closer To Being Apprehended'' 
Saying the printed words out loud, it made it easy to imagine there was someone on the other end of the line. 


Someone across the table flipping through the paper with him. 


"Where is he now, | wonder? People like that, they're lke roaches. Can't get rid of ‘em, kill one and ten more show 
up in their place. Might as well die now, though. There's nobody left to rape." 


Donald extinguishes his cigarette against the windowsill. 


Under the dying sun, it's easier to stave off the worst of the anxiety. The microphone sits dormant on the 
desk as Donald's bleary eyes scan the horizon for anything new. But all that comes to mind, same as every 


day, is the uneasiness he feels at observing a once-bustling town square now fully abandoned. 


There's a general store across the street. On weekends, he used to sit and watch kids play checkers on the big 


barrels outside while their mothers shopped. The barrels are overturned and derelict. It makes him sick to 


think of the kids. 


"Feio" comes to a dissonant end, and the needle stops at the red label's edge. 


Night falls over the Promised Land, and with it comes frigid cold. 


Walter Becker huddles underneath a wool blanket in the backseat of a commandeered Buick station wagon. 


Interstate 25 stretches infinitely in daylight, but at night, the darkness stifles, rendering the world outside the 
car null and void. Impenetrable blackness sloshes against the windows. Walter stares vacantly into it like he's 


trying to make something out of the nothing. 


Any sensory input to distract him from the throbbing ache in his leg. He adjusts the makeshift wooden splint 
that holds it still and bites down a shout when it shifts the bone underneath. He sweats despite the cold. 


Los Angeles is a hundred miles behind him, and with its departure comes an entirely new set of anxieties. In 
the heart of the city, the constant fight for survival meant there was never a dull moment. Out here, he's 


mostly safe, but with the caveat that there's no adrenaline to blur his pain at the edges. 
He feels it in its entirety now. It buzzes inside his skull and rattles his teeth. 
"Fucking goddammit;" he groans, as he leans over carefully to rummage through a worn canvas messenger bag. 


He withdraws a beige Patrolman multiband radio and fools around with it, cycling through the frequencies. Even 


the empty hiss of static would be better than the unreal desert quiet. 


In the beginning, the thing was alive with chatter. Government entities playing pre-recorded emergency 
response messages on a loop. Discordant, indigenous Chilean flutes trilling away, either unaware or unbothered, 
thousands of miles south. The "end is nigh" folks at their ham radios, woefully unprepared for what the end of 
the world would actually look like, leaving frenzied instructions for their families. Eleanor, Artie, if you're out 


there-- Im sorry, you told me | shouldnt have worked lafe. But that was months ago. 


The static changes minutely in tone with each inching clockwise of the dial. On some tucked-away frequency, 


bloops and bleeps form an indecipherable, repeating code. Walter wonders if anyone relevant is alive to know 
what it means. Maybe there's some lonely soldier shacked up in a watchtower somewhere, watching the world 


crumble and fall away beneath him. 


After a few seconds of wading through more empty static, something quavers and dips at 145 MHz, giving an 
organic quality to the white noise. 


Walter's fingers still. He leans forward. The cadence of the sound is vaguely recognizable. The ups and downs, 


the pauses. 
"No shit" 


He nudges the dial over and moves, instead, to the inset fine-tuning dial. Eventually, the static gives way to 


words. 
"Kkkkkrrrshhhhh. | wonder if those wine snobs ever consideredkkshhhhrrr--vor profile of cobalt." 
It's a man's voice. 


Walter leans back against the car door, stretching out his leg and nestling the radio down in the floor next to 


him. 


| think it really adds a full-bodiedhess to if, you know," the man continues, "A real complex. uh, something or 
another. Alright, | admit, | dont know anything about wine. I's a merlot, and | prefer cabernet. Thats all | care to 


know." 
Wine? Of all the things to talk about. 


In the background, just barely, Walter can hear what he knows for a fact to be Thelonious Monk's "I Don't 
Stand A Ghost of a Chance With You". He smiles and closes his eyes, honing in on the heartstring-tugging piano. 
A man might cry if he had it left in him. Good to know taste didn't die off with the major cities. 


"Youll know what | mean if you taste it for yourself. First fifty in line get a free $50 wine tasting certificate and 
the opportunity to put a poor sap out of his misery." 


Walter chuckles to himself. 


The stranger's voice expands to fill the space of the car. He is soft-spoken, with a Jersey accent and a slight 
lisp, or maybe it's the interference that murks up his s's. 


Discussion of wine eventually diverges into an anecdote about his childhood, wherein he mistakenly drinks his 
mother's good 50-year-old cabernet and gets grounded for two weeks. Its not exactly a riveting tale, but 


Walter isn't overflowing with options for entertainment, either. 


‘My mom, she liked the good stuff," he says, "She had expensive tastes. Or, has." 


His voice trails into something even softer as the story reaches its vague conclusion. Behind him, "I Should 


Care" turns into "Round Midnight". 


"I falk about her like she's dead | guess it makes it hurt less, acting lke she's dead, the finality of it, because the 
truth is | don't know. Thats always been the worst thing of all, historically, right? The not knowing | hate it. Its 


human nature." 


A hypnic jerk and a particularly loud crash of static has Walter flailing to life in the backseat. When had he 
dozed off? 


In the few dozen seconds of transient consciousness, his radio had gone silent, save for a quiet hiss. Maybe 


the stranger had fallen asleep, too. 


Walter reaches down to kill the power, but as his finger lights upon the switch, the host interjects, as if 


sensing it: 


"If youre out there, feeling the same, Im here. 2120 Tth Street, Las Vegas. And thats the one in New Mexico, but 
if you can hear this, you probably know that already." 


"l wont hurt you. Frankly, | just want someone to share my wine with Maybe we can take a ride down through 
Santa Fe or something, see if there's anything left to see. No sense in staying inside, after all. The clock’s ticking for 


all of us." 


The poor bastard thinks he's the last man on earth. Recalling the current state of the greater Los Angeles 
area, maybe that's for the best. A damn near privilege. 


‘Anyhow, its time for me fo get out of here before | have to scoop any more of my guts up off the floor. Good 
night, New Mexico." 


Then, static for good. 

Walter turns off the radio. The air is empty and cold again. He hugs the blanket around himself and gnaws on 
his lower lip. Shifting lower in the seat, he tries to replicate the easy rest he had found just a few moments 
prior, but his leg is nagging at him again and the cold penetrates the wool far too easily. 


| won't hurt you. Frankly, | just want someone to share my wine with, 


The request sounded so juvenile, so heartfelt. Walter taps his fingers on his stomach. So heartfelt, its almost 


believable. 


The clock's ticking for all of us. 
Ain't that the damn truth, he thinks. 


Hours pass sleeplessly. The silent morning lifts night's oppressive, black curtain. Walter finds himself awake to 


witness the steady rise of the stifled sun. 


Interstate 25 stretches endlessly ahead of him once again. A few hundred yards down the road, a sun- 


bleached highway sign reads: Las Vegas - 50 miles 


